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Practicing Democracy
By Joel Westheimer, Guest Contributor

T

here is an old parable about a passer-by seeing a man

implications. But when researchers examine education

on his hands and knees searching the ground on a

policies broadly and the classroom practices and habits

❽

corner under a streetlight. ‘What are you looking for?’

that follow those policies, it is becoming increasingly clear

the passer-by asks. Hunched over on his hands and knees,

that our educational goals and the methods used to assess

the man replies ‘I’ve lost my car keys.’ The kind passer-by

educational progress are suffering from an appalling lack of

immediately joins him in his search. After a few minutes

imagination.

searching without success, she asks the man whether he

While lively debate about educational approaches between

is sure he lost the keys there on the street corner. ‘No,’ he
replies, pointing down the block, ‘I lost them over there.’
Indignant, the woman asks ‘Then why are you looking for
them here?’ The man replies ‘Because there’s light here.’

progressive humanistic educators, critical theorists,
poststructuralists, ethical culturalists, and others are
widespread, educators from all these perspectives are
united in their distaste for the mechanistic, technocratic,

Behind the onslaught of testing and so-called ‘account-

and de-humanizing teaching and learning that now passes

ability’ measures of the last decade lurks the same perverse

for schooling in many classrooms worldwide. When I

logic of the man looking for his keys. We know what

speak of practicing democracy, therefore, I mean to invoke

matters to most teachers, parents, school administrators,

a discourse that draws from many theoretical traditions

board members, and policy-makers. But we are far less sure

but that embraces a vision of education that is clear about

how to find out whether schools are successful in teaching

the need to push back against the narrowing of the school

what matters. Since we have relatively primitive ways of

curriculum. For example, in July 2002, the International

assessing students’ abilities to form healthy relationships,

Humanist & Ethical Union met in Amsterdam and issued

think, create, question, analyse, and work in concert with

what came to be known as the ‘Amsterdam Declaration.’

others to improve their communities and the world, we

The goals of the Amsterdam Declaration include many

turn instead to where the light is: standardized measures

that are cause for debate and critique among and between

of students’ abilities to decode sentences and solve math-

many progressively oriented theorists—‘humanism is

ematical problems. In other words, since we can’t measure

ethical,’ for example, or ‘humanism is rational,’ and so

what we care about, we start to care about what we can

on. But I aim to focus on these two declarations from that

measure.

conference: Humanism supports democracy and human

Of course I am not being entirely fair. Educational test-

rights; The principles of democracy and human rights

ing enthusiasts do have some ways of measuring, for

can be applied to many human relationships and are not

example, skills related to critical thinking. And the reading

restricted to methods of government.

comprehension tests are evolving to consider not only

When applied to schools, these declarations echo John

whether students can understand the words and structure

Dewey’s vision of the democratic school. As Dewey (1966)

of a particular sentence or paragraph but also whether

wisely wrote more than a century ago:

they can articulate something about its meaning and
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❻

❽
The school is an institution in which the child is, for
the time, to live—to be a member of a community life

What Gets Tested Gets Taught
For the past fifteen years I have been studying the effects

in which he feels that he participates, and to which he

of education initiatives such as the U.S. No Child Left Be-

contributes. This fact requires such modification of

hind Act or the various provincial testing and accountabil-

existing methods as will insure that the school hours

ity policies in Canada and their impact on teachers’ ability

are regarded as much a part of the day’s life as anything

to connect teaching with the social, political, and econom-

else, not something set apart; and the school house,

ic world beyond the school. My concern stems from what

as for the time being, a home, not simply a place to

colleagues and I have found. Almost every school mission

go in order to learn certain things (…) The [goal] of

statement these days boasts broad goals related to critical

the institution must be such as to enable the child

thinking, global citizenship, environmental stewardship,

to translate his powers over into terms of their social

and moral character. Yet beneath the rhetoric, increasingly

equivalencies; to see what they mean in terms of what

narrow curriculum goals, accountability measures, and

they are accomplishing in social life.

standardized testing have reduced too many classroom

Many teachers, policy makers, researchers, parents, and

lessons to the cold, stark pursuit of information and skills

students recognize the largely unfulfilled promise of a kind

without context and without social meaning—what educa-

of schooling that embraces such a democratic way of life as

tion philosopher Maxine Greene calls ‘mean and repellent

one if its core principles.

facts’. Maxine Greene (2006, p. 1) credits John Dewey
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with reminding us that ‘facts are mean and repellent things

over-testing. Indeed, concern over restrictions on the kind

until we use imagination to open intellectual possibilities.’

of knowledge being taught to children is evident not only

It is not, as I will explain shortly, that facts are bad or that

among teachers but also from a growing number of school

they should be ignored. But democratic societies require

principals. The Canadian Principals Association (2007)

more than citizens who are fact-full. They require citizens

went to the unusual step of issuing a ‘statement of concern’

who can think and act in ethically thoughtful ways. If we

regarding student testing and its impact on thinking and

are to take education’s democratic goals seriously, then we

learning. School-based administrators throughout Canada,

need the kinds of classroom practices that teach students

they wrote, ‘are increasingly concerned that current policies

to recognize ambiguity and conflict in ‘factual’ content,

and practices on student testing are leading to (…) a secre-

to see human conditions and aspirations as complex and

tive or unintended shift of priorities to focus on a narrow

contested, and to embrace debate and deliberation as a

range of student knowledge and literacy/numeracy skills.’

cornerstone of democratic societies.

Have education policies, boards, or individual schools

There is a saying among teachers: Everybody likes to

forbidden teachers to teach other subject areas or to

teach critical thinking, but nobody wants a school full of

encourage students to critically examine ideas in deep and

critical thinkers. Current education reform indicates that

meaningful ways? Have they forbidden students to recog-

policymakers are taking this tongue-in-cheek dictum far

nize the importance of their education in the context of

too seriously. Although provincial (and state) education

the common good and their relationships to other human

rhetoric almost always touts the importance of critical

beings? No. But a plain fact that every teacher, student and

thinking, anti-bullying and other pro-social behaviours,

school principal knows seems to elude most proponents of

and democratic engagement, the policies that actually

a test-based curriculum. As Jack Jennings (2007), CEO of

affect classroom teaching run in the other direction.

the Washington D.C.-based Center on Education Policy,

Because of a myopic focus on testing in math and literacy,

notes:

it is becoming more and more difficult to make time for
deep consideration of important ideas and controversies.
Students are being asked to learn to read but not to
consider what’s worth reading. They are being asked to
become proficient in adding numbers, but not at thinking
about what the answers add up to.

What gets tested gets taught. Under No Child Left
Behind [and he could be talking about standardized
testing and accountability measures in any nation],
there is reading and math and then there is everything
else. And because there is so much riding on the
reading and math included on state tests, many schools

In the United States, whole subject areas—in particular

have cut back time on other important subject areas,

those that tend to embrace multiple perspectives and

which means that some students are not receiving a

complex narratives— have been virtually eliminated

broad curriculum.

from the class schedules of many students. In the wake
of No Child Left Behind legislation, seventy-one percent
of U.S. school districts reported cutting back time from
or eliminating altogether subjects like social studies, the
arts, and even science to make more space for reading and
math test preparation (Rentner et al. 2006). In Canada,
a retreat from in-depth problem-based learning, from

taught, in-depth thinking about the curriculum as it
relates to universal human concerns, in particular, has been

❽

greatly circumscribed. Moreover, the culture of assessment
that results from standardized testing in reading and math
rapidly tends to spread to other subject areas as well. An
English teacher in an urban high school told me that even

science, history, and the arts, and even from recess are
evident in school boards in almost every province. There
are exception such as Prince Edward Island and Manitoba,
which have, for the most part, resisted the onslaught of
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novel reading was now prescriptive in her school’s rubric:
meanings predetermined, vocabulary words preselected,
and essay topics predigested. An American science teacher
put it this way:
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‘The only part of the science curriculum now being criti-

Children who arrive at school hungry do not perform

cally analysed is evolution.’ In many ways big and small,

well in the classroom. Numerous studies have shown

school practices are in danger of becoming irrelevant to

that students who are fed are more alert, develop

anything but the narrowest of educational goals. Engaging

greater self-esteem, have better attendance and fewer

students in thinking about the world beyond the bubble-

discipline problems. Children who receive a healthy,

form answer sheet and their role in shaping the future of

nutritious head start to the day show a marked im-

that world, is, in too many schools, an extra-curricular

provement in academic achievement.2

1

activity.

Feeding hungry children leads to better performance in

The Test Score that Ate Humanity

school. In other words, it is not enough to feed children

As I have indicated, overemphasizing standardized as-

because they don’t have enough food to eat and are hungry.

sessments in a narrow band of subjects can lead to an

I will resist temptation to comment on those researchers

intellectually emaciated curriculum. But it can also lead

apparently studying children to find out whether alertness

to a cultural shift in which it becomes difficult to value

and food deprivation are inversely related because I worry

anything at all that the tests do not measure. When

about the control group in these studies. Rather, gaining

activities other than mathematics and literacy instruction

public and governmental support for such a program

remain part of the school experience, they now have to be

requires evidence that it will help children pass the test.

justified by being linked to better test scores. Arts? Maybe,

When Children Don’t Conform:
Pathologizing Dissent

if there’s time and money left after test-prep or if it can be
demonstrated that participating in the arts raises mathematical literacy or literary prowess. Recess? Just enough
so children can concentrate better on mathematics and
reading instruction (sometimes recess is cut altogether—in
particular for those students who are not performing well
on the tests). Most readers will be able to name five or six
activities that have either been curtailed or have had their
mission statements refashioned so that they can be justified
by citing evidence that engaging in these activities leads to
better test scores.

❽

If feeding hungry children in order to raise test scores chips
away at our common humanity, pathologizing dissent
should similarly be cause for grave concern. Over-prescription of drugs like Ritalin (methylphenidate) to control
behaviours that were previously considered manageable
through behavioural interventions is well-documented. But
far less critical analysis has been directed at the increasing
diagnosis rate for a relatively new category of illness known
as conduct and oppositional disorders. The more the
curriculum is narrowed to focus on a highly discrete set of

One example of this shift stands out beyond what might

skills, the greater the number of students who are quaran-

have been imaginable a decade ago. The quite excellent

tined in this emaciated swath and who act out as a result.

Ottawa School Breakfast Program provides 8000 Ottawa,

The latest edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual

Ontario schoolchildren breakfast each morning. Wonder-

of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) includes a relatively new

fully committed volunteers and employees work for the

psychiatric disorder called Oppositional Defiant Disorder

Breakfast Program. What caught my attention was the Q

(ODD), defining it as ‘a pattern of negativistic, hostile

& A section of their website. Question #2 reads as follows:

and defiant behaviour. A child with ODD, according to

‘Why is it important to feed children who are hungry?’

the DSM-IV, ‘often argues with adults,’ ‘actively defies

That this question has to be asked is evidence enough for

or refuses to comply with adult requests or rules,’ and is

the point I am trying to make here, but the answer takes

‘touchy or easily annoyed by others.’ Various treatments

away any doubt about the need for educational programs

and psychiatric interventions are recommended for treating

to mould themselves in the image of test score improve-

ODD including cognitive behavioural therapy and even

ment mechanism:
http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/colleagues/vol10/iss2/7
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the prescription of powerful anti-psychotic medications

to ‘comply with adult requests or rules’ are being classified

such as Risperdal (risperidone) or Zyprexa (olanzapine).

as mentally ill, disciplined, counselled, and in some cases,

I am not a medical expert, and I do not in any way intend

medicated.

to disparage the difficulties children and parents might face

De-Professionalization of
Teaching Means Students Are
‘Too Busy to Think’

when a child is legitimately diagnosed with ODD. It certainly is possible that there are children who have oppositional difficulties that are in need of treatment. A small but
growing body of evidence, however, indicates that ODD
diagnoses have increased significantly. Moreover, anecdotal
evidence posits that those increases are largely attributable
to concerns about student behaviour raised by schools.
Statistics about rates of ODD diagnoses are remarkably
hard to come by, but several exploratory studies indicate
what might be an immensely troubling trend. In 1996,
the diagnosis rate for ODD in school-age children was
between 1 and 6 percent. In 2008, the National Institute
for Health notes that some studies now indicate that 10 –
15% of school-age children can be diagnosed with ODD.
Prevalence of ODD in primary-care settings (children
ages 2-5) has reached 17% or higher. Furthermore both
Oppositional Defiant Disorder and Conduct Disorder are
more prevalent among youths from families of low socioeconomic status (Loeber et al. 2000).
The implications of the rise in ODD diagnoses among
school-age children led Oregon educator Norm Diamond
to suggest that a new as-of-yet undiagnosed disease was
sweeping the nation. He coined this new disease CAD:
Compliance Acquiescent Disorder. Symptoms for CAD,
Diamond joked, can be seen when a student often ‘defers
to authority,’ ‘reflexively obeys rules,’ ‘believes the commercial media,’ ‘fails to argue back,’ and ‘stays restrained
when outrage is warranted.’ Like Diamond, I wonder if
we had an inventory for CAD, whether we might find a
virtual epidemic of the disease. As the technocratization
and dehumanization of the curriculum continues, we are
increasingly at risk of fostering an entire generation of

still exist, many teachers are experiencing a more insidious
cause for erosion of their ability to teach students about
their relationship to each other and to society. Rather than
the legislative elimination of valuable educational goals,
teachers and administrators face pressure to drop many
of them to make room for test preparation. John Holt
(1964) may have been the most prescient forecaster of
this phenomenon. In his classic 1964 text, How Children
Fail, he wrote that the most significant outcome of the
drive for ‘so-called higher standards in schools is that the
children are too busy to think.’ Teachers have to sacrifice
social studies, science, arts, and in-depth analysis of topics
in virtually every subject to be able to fit literacy and math
drills into the schedule (Knighton, 2003).
Perhaps the most common complaint I hear from both
teachers and administrators in this climate is that they
have been stripped of their professional judgment and
ability to make decisions in the best interests of the
students who populate their classrooms and schools.
De-professionalization of teachers is nothing new.
Historically, since education—especially in the primary
years—was a women’s profession, teachers were bound by
strict guidelines not only on what they should teach but
also how they should teach it, what they should wear, and
how they were to conduct themselves even outside of the
classroom on their own time. What is surprising today is
the newfound hypocrisy: ‘teacher professionalism’ rhetoric
co-exists with top-down edicts that strip teachers of exactly
the curricular and pedagogical decision-making authority

those who—as education critic Alfie Kohn put it—fail
to be outraged by outrageous things. Indeed, at the same
time that schools eliminate opportunities for in-depth
connections between the subject matter students study and
the sociopolitical world beyond the classroom, thousands
of children who show resistant behaviour, perhaps refusing
Published
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that is masked as a progressive educational initiative can
be found in my home town of Ottawa’s recent foray into a
late-assignment policy. In that recent legislation, teachers
are forbidden to penalize students no matter when they
hand in an assignment (possibly reasonable in select cases
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and patently absurd as an
applies-to-all directive).
An admittedly peculiar

“…At a time when vast databases of information are at our
fingertips in seconds, facts alone represent a profoundly
impoverished goal for educational achievement.”

example of the trend of
de-professionalization, it nonetheless represents accurately

components of a proper education. But at a time when vast

the lengths to which many school policies go to restrict the

databases of information are at our fingertips in seconds,

discretion allowed to teachers to make decisions on how to

facts alone represent a profoundly impoverished goal for

open the minds of individual students in a highly diverse

educational achievement. Furthermore, students tend

student body. The more we see such policies enacted, the

to learn more ‘facts’ through thoughtful participation in

more far-reaching and troublesome mandated standardized

meaningful projects of concern, but engagement in such

testing becomes.

projects of democratic importance is rarely driven by the

Just The Facts

acquisition of facts only. In short, knowledge does not necessarily lead to thoughtful participation. In many programs

Educators who seek to teach students to think and to

colleagues and I have studied that emphasize teaching

interpret information—skills and habits essential for

about the workings of democratic government, legislative

citizens of any democratic nation—are often criticized

procedures, elections, and so on, students gained solid

for having no respect for facts. They are soft, feel-good
pedagogues, this kind of critique maintains, who are more
interested in process than in knowing the right answers
to questions. These tendencies are vilified as unfit for a
rigorous standards-based education. Somehow critics have
become convinced that those who say they want students
to think for themselves simply do not care whether students can read, write, or perform addition or subtraction.
This is plainly nonsense. We all want students to learn to

factual knowledge without necessarily gaining the inclination or the conviction required to participate (Llewellyn &
Westheimer, 2009). To the contrary, we found that often
it worked the other way around: participation led to the
quest for knowledge. Once students gained experiences in
asking difficult and complex questions about their community, their province, their country, or the world, they
sought out the facts they needed for evidence.

illiterate. When I speak to groups of educators, policy

Democratic Thinking Requires The
Pursuit Of Multiple Perspectives

makers, politicians, or advocacy groups, I sometimes ask

Much as Darwin’s theory of natural selection depends on

whether anyone present has been recruited to join the

genetic variation, any theory of democracy depends on a

group called ‘Teachers Against Kids Learning How to Add’

multiplicity of ideas. It is the responsibility of the citizenry,

or ‘School Principals in Support of Illiteracy.’ You should

the media, and the schools to safeguard the expression of

not be surprised that I have not once found anyone aware

those ideas. Schools have particular responsibilities in this

of these or any similar groups. What I have found is count-

regard. Healthy critical analysis is one hallmark of a mature

less educators and parents who want children to know more

democracy, and educators have a responsibility to create

than formulas. They want the knowledge that students

learning environments that help to realize these ideals.

acquire to be embedded in the service of something bigger.

There are many varied and powerful ways to teach children

They want their students to develop the kinds of relation-

and young adults to engage critically—to think about

ships, attitudes, dispositions, and skills necessary for them

social policy issues, participate in authentic debate over

to engage in democratic and community life.

matters of importance, and understand that intelligent

Teaching students to think beyond the isolated facts and

adults can have different opinions. Indeed democratic

skills of the fragmented curriculum will require reclaiming

progress depends on these differences. If education policy

common assumptions about what thinking requires. There

makers, teachers, and administrators hope to contribute to

are few educators who believe that facts are unimportant

students’ democratic potential, they must resist the nar-

read and write. Nobody wants student to be numerically

http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/colleagues/vol10/iss2/7
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rowing of the curriculum. And many do. In every school

(at least at first) in the newfound darkness—darker seem-

district there are examples of individual teachers and

ing then if they had not been staring in the light for so

schools that work creatively and diligently to engage their

long. It is the same with our narrowly illuminated spotlight

students in thinking about the ways their education con-

on mathematics and literacy testing. The first step to draw-

nects to broader community and democratic development.

ing attention to the broader walk in the woods might be

In Vancouver, a schoolteacher engages her students in

to soften the focus of the light that now shines so relent-

real-world problems with no easy answers. She has them

lessly bright.

conduct research on a community issue of their choosing

Author Note

and seeds their choice throughout the curriculum in every
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mandates without short-changing students on the cur-
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riculum options they deserve. Every school district has
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such examples. Approaches like these that aim to promote

Notes

a democratic educational experience for both teachers

1

and students share several characteristics. First, teachers

2

Personal communication.
www.ottawaschoolbreakfastprogram.ca/faq2.asp

encourage students to ask questions rather than absorb pat
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